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Abstract
As seen in recent times, language presents opportunities and challenges for international 
businesses. The main motivation for writing this paper is to discuss two questions which are 
embedded in the different sections of the paper. They are: 1) How important are language 
policies for international businesses? 2) What are the implications of language policies for 
businesses in general, and Japanese international businesses in particular? Firstly, this 
work offers a review of literature dealing with language policies in general and focusing on 
international businesses of Japanese origin in particular. Secondly, in response to the first 
and second questions, this work identifies some Japanese businesses where English has 
been adopted as their lingua franca and examines the motives behind this policy and its 
effects.
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1. Introduction 
 The presence of international businesses in different sizes and numbers is a common 
feature of all nations - developed, developing or under-developed. These international 
businesses are found across cultural, linguistic and national borders and are, therefore, 
prone to making language choices, especially with the increasing competition and 
globalization, among other factors.
 The question of how to easily get their message(s) across and well understood through 
a plurality of languages is one challenge, amongst other challenges, many international 
companies face. For example, in China, to order to improve communication and enhance 
performance across geographically diverse functions and business units, many international 
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businesses have adopted English as their common corporate language. They include 
Airbus, Daimler-Chrysler, Fast Retailing, Nokia, Renault, Samsung, SAP, Technicolor, and 
Microsoft in Beijing, to mention only a few.
 Likewise, In Japan, a relatively homogeneous country where the national language, 
Japanese, is spoken by about one hundred and twenty million people, some international 
companies of Japanese origin have chosen to adopt and implement English lingua franca 
policies. These companies have chosen to run their businesses in English in a country where 
English is not even an official language nor one used by a majority of its people in their daily 
lives, for reasons such as improving their competitiveness internationally.
 This article will discuss, firstly, how language, language policies and international 
businesses in Japan in particular are defined in literature and secondly, for the most part, 
draw on a combination of different theories such as sociolinguistic theories to discuss their 
implications, albeit briefly.
 The following section is a review of some notable studies on language, language policies 
and international business.
2. Literature review
 This section is a critique of some of the literature on language, language policy and 
international business in Japan. To understand what language policy means, it is necessary 
to first examine the different definitions of language itself. 
2.1 Language
 To better understand what is meant by language policies and strategies, it is useful to 
establish what exactly language means. Though language is an experience that is common 
to all human beings, it is difficult to find a concise definition of language (Dhir and Goke-
Pariola, 2002). Partly, perhaps, because language, as well as other phenomena such as 
intelligence, is “intuitive but hard to define” (Floridi, 2013: 601), and a long and continued 
period of progress in Linguistics has not only increased our awareness of the versatile nature 
of language but also increased the ambiguity of its different definitions. 
 While Hagoort & Van Berkum (2007) see language as consisting of words and meanings 
that are combined into discrete units or sentences, Sanstead (2001) sees language as a 
vital tool that we use to communicate with other people in our daily and working lives. 
Additionally, language, as seen in Dhir (2005:366), is the essential human skill that allows 
us not only to acquire but also transmit knowledge from one generation to the other. It saves 
succeeding generations from having to relearn what was already learned from experience, 
since the knowledge accumulated is codified both directly and indirectly in the language. 
The process of learning any one language is also a process of acquiring the culture that is 
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embodied in that language.
 According to Allen (2005), in Charles (2007: 267), ‘we use language to produce and 
reproduce knowledge as we enact various roles within various contexts’. Amberg and Vause 
(2012:3) see language as a means of communication which almost always takes place within 
some sort of social context. This major factor, the social context, determines our language 
choices. For this reason, a good understanding and recognition of the connections between a 
language and its people is necessary for communication to be effective. 
2.2 Language policy
 Language policy is “... intertwined with national self-image and the image to be 
projected to the outside world” (Carroll, 2000:21). Japan’s language policies (both foreign 
language and Japanese language) have always “been driven by imperatives ranging from 
modernization to imperialism to democratization to conservationism” (Gottlieb, 1994:1195). 
 In the same way as business strategies, and depending on the need and policies of a 
company, language policies come in different forms and shapes. Spolsky (2004), argues that 
language policy as a generic concept consists of three interrelated components of language 
use, namely language practices, language beliefs and language management decisions. 
Similar to Spolsky’s view is that of Kaplan and Baldauf (1997) who state that a language 
policy represents the laws, regulations, rules, practices, or body of ideas intended to achieve 
a planned language change in a society, group, or system.
 Management scholars Kangasharju et al (2010) define language policies in fairly broad 
terms, writing that the concept may refer to both everyday language practices and more 
abstract principles related to language use. Kangasharju et al (2010) connect the concept, 
within the corporate context, to general guidelines and practical procedures for improving 
and harmonizing internal and external communication. In another study, Bergenholtz and 
Johnsen (2006), see language policy as the deliberate control of language related matters. A 
language policy, according to these authors, concerns the relationship between a language 
or languages and interlingual relations, on the one hand, and issues specific to the language 
or languages and intra-lingual matters, on the other hand. However, it still remains unclear 
the level or type of relationship existing between these two types of policies although they 
do observe that an increasing number of organizations have chosen to formulate language or 
communication policies.
 To summarize this section briefly, from the different definitions provided by these 
researchers, we can see language policy as how a company, institution or government 
formally or officially decides on how, why and what language is used to protect, promote or 
meet its need.  In other words, language policy may be seen as the implicit and/or explicit 
policies used in order to influence the language behavior of people within an entity. 
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2.3 Language policy and international businesses in Japan
 International businesses with efficient and effective managerial language capacities 
have notable advantages over those without them. Japanese companies are lagging behind 
other international businesses of non-English speaking and English speaking countries in 
their use of English-based information or talents from other countries. It appears, observed 
by Yoshihara et al (2001), that Japanese business executives are aware of the importance 
of English for their companies, but are not very actively involved in developing a bilingual 
managerial staff, and are complacent about the rather low English ability of most of their 
employees. 
 Marschan-Piekkari et al (1999) suggest that from a management point of view, there 
are many advantages for choosing and promoting a particular language or languages. 
A few of these advantages include standardizing means of reporting and sharing 
information between different units of an international business, reducing the possibility of 
miscommunication and conflict of interests, as well as improving access to common corporate 
documents. As they state further, ‘It is also useful for promoting a common set of corporate 
values and culture, developing a sense of belonging to a global family (Op. cit.:379). As 
seen in another study, by Charles and Marschan-Piekkari (2002), the absence of a common 
language may present a language barrier that hinders communication between units located 
in different language regions in the organization. However, Beechler and Bird (1999) found 
that the adoption of a common language, English, in the global operations of Japanese 
international businesses did not remove serious language barriers between Japanese 
expatriates and local employees in their foreign subsidiaries. Japanese employees received 
focused linguistic training but almost no cultural training (114), and their knowledge of 
standard forms of English did not prepare them to communicate in colloquial varieties (118). 
 In one article published in 1999 after the collapse of Japan’s bubble economy in the 
early 90’s, a journalist recommended that English be defined as Japan’s second official 
language. In the same year, out of the fear of the ‘English Divide’ (the tendency for 
individuals with English knowledge and ability to have superior economic status) Prime 
Minister Obuchi’s advisory council proposed declaring Japan a bilingual country and giving 
English an official status as Japan transitioned into the 21
st
 century. Later, the Japanese 
Ministry of Education (MEXT), in its 2002 action plan document, stated that ‘with the 
progress of globalization in the economy and in society, it is essential that our children 
acquire communication skills in English, which has become a common international 
language’ (MEXT, 2002). 
 In 2010 in Japan, a giant e-commerce and online shopping company, Rakuten, stirred 
a public debate in the company and in the country at large, when it announced it was 
adopting and implementing English as its official language. Although the company had 
already expanded into the global market with several mergers and acquisitions (M&A) 
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(Neeley 2012 : 118), its chairman and CEO, Mikitan, believed that he needed to do more 
as Japan’s share of the world’s GDP was expected to further decrease from approximately 
12% in 2006 to 3% in 2050. Hence, the policy of adopting and implementing English as 
the company’s official language was determined. The company’s goal was to become the 
number one internet services company in the world, and Mr. Mikitani believed that the 
new English language policy, affecting over 7,000 Japanese employees, was important if 
this goal was to be achieved, especially with Japan’s shrinking population and economic 
power and the company’s expansion policies outside the shores of Japan with its acquisition 
of PriceMinister.com in France, Buy.com and FreeCause in the U.S., Play.com in the UK, 
Tradoria in Germany, Kobo eBooks in Canada, and the establishment of joint ventures with 
major companies in China, Indonesia, Taiwan, Thailand, and Brazil.
 Similarly, UNIQLO CEO Mr. Yanai, as reported in Oikawa (2010), declared English as 
the common official language with effect from March 2012, with meetings and documents 
involving foreign participants to be communicated in English. However, Nomura Holdings 
Inc., which acquired U.S. securities firm Lehman Brothers’ Asian and European businesses, 
has no such rules, but many of its Japanese employees now have to communicate in English 
with their foreign colleagues. 
3. Implications
 There are many implications as regards language policies for international businesses. 
For reasons of space, this work will discuss, in brief, only three.
1)  Competitiveness: With the increasing development in technology and the ease of 
communication, international businesses are finding it easier to expand to different 
geographical locations around the world, making competition more rigorous than 
ever. Therefore, these international businesses have to be able to communicate with a 
diverse range of people such as the local inhabitants, government officials, customers, 
suppliers, clients, and other investors. International businesses that fail to implement 
a language policy or strategy could inhibit their competitiveness in local or global 
markets, thus, exposing them to stunted or negative growth compared with competitors 
that have adopted English-only policies. In the Rakuten CEO’s annual report for the 
year ended December 31
st
, 2016, Mr. Mikitani touted his company’s achievements of a 
workforce which has grown from just six people at establishment to around 14,000, a 
gross transaction value of more than ¥10 trillion and over one billion users worldwide 
in the same Japanese economy, the world’s third largest economy that has been battling 
deflation for 20 years.
2)  Synergism of tasks and resources of international businesses: Language differences, 
among other things, are a major concern for businesses operating in other regions 
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or countries than their own. A worker from Japan may need some information or 
contributions from an employee or department in another geographical region which 
may be difficult or impossible without a common language. This may, as a result, lead to 
poor decision making or a loss of a good business opportunity.
3)  Obstructions: While the adoption and implementation of language policies offers 
opportunities to gain experience with language, it could also come with repercussions 
which may hinder efficiency of both the employees and the organization. Such 
repercussions could include the cost of implementing these policies, employees’ 
psychology, unwillingness to learn, compliance and employees’ busy business schedules.
4. Conclusion
 This work has attempted to discuss various previously published articles related to 
the issue of language policies and international businesses, specifically as it concerns 
international businesses of Japanese origin. As a result, I would argue that a global 
language policy change takes good planning, perseverance and time, and is worth all the 
effort, especially in this present day highly-competitive and shrinking global market.
 International businesses which continue to use their local language only, on the long 
run, could expose themselves to losing good international business opportunities as well as 
highly-skilled personnel from other countries. Furthermore, achieving a successful language 
policy result may turn out to be somewhat of a challenge if one is unaware of the fact that 
these policies may, in some cases, cause more problems than they are intended to solve.
 In conclusion, as a result of globalization and the evolution of the knowledge of the 
different economies of the world, I would argue that there is a growing need for effective 
language skills. Language skills are of utmost importance to enable communication between 
speakers of different languages, whether this communication is domestic or international. 
However, as regards realization of language skills, there is still much room for improvement. 
In my opinion, many international businesses today, especially in Japan, still have much to 
do, although many have done and are doing the right things in implementing or addressing 
these language issues. This, that is language skills, will be the topic of the next work or 
study in the very near future.
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